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S. Hussain Zaidi towers over the world of true crime writing in India. He is widely recognized for his seminal works on the Mumbai underworld and is considered a moving encyclopedia on the commercial capital’s mafia. His books Dongri to Dubai, Byculla to Bangkok, My Name is Abu Salem, etc. are reference books on the Mumbai underworld and are grist for the Bollywood mill. He is equally drawn to the genre of espionage and spy thrillers. Mumbai Avengers written by him has been adapted into a popular Hindi movie called Phantom. He has written the screenplay for the web series London Confidential, a spy thriller, currently showing on Zee5. It is, therefore, not surprising that the story of commando Lakshman Bisht, who claims to have been a hitman for one of India’s secret service agencies, has drawn his attention and interest. This book, R.A.W. Hitman: The Real Story of Agent Lima, is based on extensive interviews that the author has conducted of the self-professed assassin.


Besides being a hugely successful author, Mr Zaidi has encouraged and promoted many other aspiring writers to get published. One of them is me. I met him at the launch of his book Byculla to Bangkok in 2013 where I was invited to be the chief guest and was in conversation with him. Since I had dealt with many members of the dramatis personae of the book, I did not hesitate in pointing out factual errors. I was rather blunt and held no punches back. I thought that I had annoyed him sufficiently. But it is his greatness that the following day he met with Chiki Sarkar, the then editor-in-chief of Penguin Books and convinced her that I had many stories to tell from my long career as a police officer. A writing contract from Chiki was on my table the following day. I had been served with a fait accompli and thus commenced my dalliance with crime writing. Dial D for Don and Khaki Files, published by Penguin, are fruits of this relationship.


I feel that it is in the same spirit to promote others, particularly from government agencies who are privy to personal tales of crime and criminals, that he is drawn to the story of commando Lakshman Bisht, as narrated to him by the self-proclaimed hitman. The story is rather intriguing. A youngster from the hills of Uttarakhand is recruited by one of the central intelligence agencies, given specialized commando training in India and in Israel and deployed in various locations in the strife-torn northeast, and then as personal security officer of VVIPs, including our now prime minister. Around the same time, an agent by the name of Agent Lima is deployed to execute a local arms dealer in Uttarakhand. He carries out the hit job successfully. But Lakshman Bisht is caught by the police and has to spend several years in jail as an accused in the case. Eventually he is acquitted and has now brought his story to the world.


As a career policeman, I have several issues with this narrative. Firstly, no operative of an intelligence agency worth his salt would come out in the open to reveal the details of such operations in public. Secondly, it is equally hard to believe that the agency, whose task is to collect external intelligence, would ask its hitman to conduct such an operation where the target is a local arms dealer. Lastly, even if we give credence to the story of Lakshman Bisht, his chest-beating in public is difficult to fathom.


Irrespective of the incredulity of Bisht’s story, the master craftsman that S. Hussain Zaidi is, he has narrated the tale in his inimitable style and with his customary panache. His fans, who number millions, would find it hard to put down. The narrative unfolds and builds up gradually evoking the reader’s interest and then gripping it intractably. It then proceeds at a rapid pace, leaving the reader breathless. The book is engaging and unputdownable and is bound to find its way to the silver screen giving commando Lakshman Bisht immortality and fame, and the author’s legion of fans another gem to savour.


Neeraj Kumar


(Ex-Delhi Police Chief)




PROLOGUE


The Man in the Backseat
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6th September 2011, Nainital, Uttarakhand


Half an hour past midnight, raindrops pelted the roof of the Ford which was speeding past the jungles of Bhowali. The car was being driven by Rajendra Pargai aka Raju Pargai—the most dreaded criminal of Uttarakhand. Pargai’s love for speed was at its peak as the speedometer flickered around the seventy kmph mark. It was as fast as one could drive on these mountainous roads.


Amit Arya, seated beside Pargai, gulped down a mouthful of beer directly from a glass bottle. Arya was Pargai’s confidante and partner in crime. At just thirty-three years of age, Pargai’s dossier of crime was filled with cases of outrageous audacity. Most recently, Pargai had smashed the skull of a man named Dangwal under the wheel of his SUV. He had also been accused in the murder of one Yogesh Sunehri of Haldwani which had taken place six months ago.


Arya passed the bottle of beer to another man who was seated in the backseat of the car. This man had recently befriended Pargai and Arya (or so they thought). But Pargai and Arya had no clue that the man in the back was not just the messenger of death but the incarnation of death itself; a trained assassin par excellence.


The car strode a few miles further. The man in the backseat took the last swig from the bottle and threw it away. Glass shattered as the bottle hit the tar. The man put his clammy hand on Pargai’s shoulder and raised his pinkie finger to indicate that he wanted to pee. Arya chuckled.


Pargai swerved the car to the side of the road and put his foot on the brake. They had stopped near an area known as Shyamkhet. The man opened the rear side door and made his way to the bushes in the distance. As he lowered his track pants, he checked the pistol which he had concealed in his track pants. The weapon was already cocked. The man had taken a great risk by carrying a cocked weapon. He couldn’t afford to cock the weapon in the midst of the night as the sound would have echoed greatly in the silence of the jungle. The man took his time to empty his bladder. In the distance, there was the constant chirp of crickets.


“Hey,” Arya shouted from the car. “Are you going to piss all night?!”


Pargai laughed at the joke. It was the last time anyone would see him smiling. The man said nothing and started walking back towards the car. Seeing that they were almost ready to go again, Pargai turned on the ignition of the car. Soon enough, the man reached the car. But instead of opening the door to the back seat, he knocked on the dark, tinted window of the front seat.


Arya rolled the windows down. “What the fuck are you waiting for now?”


Boom. The man aimed his 7.65 mm pistol and fired a single bullet which entered Arya’s skull and exited through Pargai’s temple. A loud noise pierced through the ubiquitous silence of the night. Dead. Both criminals were dead. The shooter felt Arya’s warm blood on his face and wiped it off with the sleeve of his shirt. The windscreen of the car was also smeared with blood.


The shooter checked Pargai’s and Arya’s bodies for signs of life. No pulse. No breath.


A headlight appeared in the distance. It was a random biker who happened to be passing through the area. The biker was wearing a helmet and he happened to glance at the car as he passed. And then, perhaps the biker realized what had occurred. He halted his bike a few metres ahead. The biker turned his neck and found that the shooter had now pointed the gun in his direction. The shooter gestured with his gun, signaling to the biker that he wanted him gone as quickly as he had arrived. The biker, for the love of his life, turned his wrist on the accelerator. He sped away like he’d seen a ghost.


The shooter pulled out his mobile phone and switched on the flashlight. Pointing the light on the ground, he desperately began searching for something. A few seconds later, he spotted what he was looking for; the casing of the bullet which had ejected out of the pistol in the aftermath of the shot. The casing was resting in the vicinity of the crime site from where it could be recovered easily by the cops who would arrive at the site in due time. Surprisingly, this is exactly what the mystery man wanted. He made no effort to hide the casing.


Then the shooter took a bag filled with notes which was placed on the backseat and carried it four hundred metres away from the site. He flung the bag in the bushes, hoping that the cops would find it when they swept through the area. If he left the bag in the car, it was likely that the witness who would find the body and report it to the cops would also find the money and keep it for themselves. If the cops would find the money, it would be evident that the murder was not a supari (contract) killing.


The shooter now checked his wristwatch, waiting for the second half of his plan to come to fruition. As if on cue, two more cars arrived at the scene. One of the cars was an Alto while the other was a Scorpio. Four men alighted from the cars. They were carrying swords, choppers and guptis (a traditional Indian blade shaped like a walking stick which can be carried in a concealed case) in their hands. The men darted towards the shooter with hasty steps. The darkness grew grimmer by the moment. Incremental rain had washed off the blood from the shooter’s face and hands. The four men stared at the shooter. They were his companions.


“Are you fools waiting for the police to arrive as guests in your baraat?” the shooter shouted at the men. He looked towards the Ford. “Those two are still breathing. Kill them!”


The men rushed towards the car and began attacking the two dead bodies with all their might. The shooter stood at a distance and heard the sounds of sharp metal cutting through human flesh. This went on for a minute or two. The four men came back to him, panting for breath.


“They are minced meat now,” one of the four men said.


The shooter walked back towards the car. The four men followed him. The shooter now pretended to check the vitals of the victims he had killed only a few moments ago.


“Useless bastards,” the man shouted at his associates again. “You can’t even handle a sword properly. What am I paying you for?”


The four men were confused. “Why?” one of them asked. “What happened?”


“These two are still alive,” the shooter said. “Finish the job!”


The shooter ordered them to pick up the boulders which were lying nearby and smash the skulls of the victims. The men obeyed. They picked the heavy boulders, hoisted them above their shoulders and threw them on the bodies of the slain with full force. Cracking sounds were heard.


The shooter now smiled. An important part of his job was done. The state of Uttarakhand had got rid of two menacing criminals that night. All it took in the end was one bullet. But not many knew that the firing of this bullet was the result of months and months of planning.


The shooter ordered his men to get back into the cars while he lingered around the crime scene for a few more seconds. He looked around. Wind rustled through the trees. With deft hands, the shooter undid the holster of his weapon from his waist and dropped it in the footrest of the Ford where the two criminals lay dead.


Then the shooter got inside the Scorpio. The vehicles turned around and left a trail of smoke and dust as they sped away. They drove for a good thirty-five kilometres before the shooter asked them to stop at a certain point. He shook hands with his associates and jumped out of the car and bid them goodbye. “Go underground,” he advised them.


Then the shooter kept walking till he disappeared from their sight and into the forest. He reached his hideout on foot where he disassembled his pistol, part by part. He put each part of the pistol in the pressure cooker. Then he put the pressure cooker on the flame of the stove and allowed the steam to cleanse the weapon. The steam began clearing the stains of chromite which had gathered inside after the weapon had been fired. Then he used a certain oil, known as ox-52, to clean each part of the pistol. After assembling the weapon again, the shooter hovered his hands above the flame. The oil which he had used began to drip off his hands. Now his hands were clean.


As the clock struck three, the shooter began planning his next move. The men he had killed were two of the most dreaded criminals of the state. If there was retribution, it would be ruthless. He had to escape; and perhaps disappear into the darkness of the night forever.
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Arrested
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6th September, 2011, 8:00 am


Twenty-three-year-old Laxman Bisht aka Lucky Bisht, a commando from the formidable National Security Guards of India, was sleeping at his family home in Haldwani. He had arrived from Delhi nine days ago after taking a leave from duty as the personal security officer of Shri L.K. Advani, a prominent politician of the country. Days ago, Lucky was informed that his mother was suffering from an unusually high bout of fever which had not receded despite medication. So the young commando had traveled back home to take care of his mother.


Lucky’s home in Haldwani, Uttarakhand was located in the defense colony where other defense personnel and their families lived. His father had served with the army and his grandfather was also a martyr of the 1971 Indo-Pakistan war which had resulted in the creation of Bangladesh.


Around 8:00 am, Lucky’s sleep was disturbed by loud and incessant rapping on the door. When Lucky’s father answered the door, he was surprised to find a huge contingent of policemen at the doorstep. Eight police vehicles had surrounded the house. Haldwani was a relatively small village where nearly everyone knew everyone. Lucky’s father recognised some of the officers who had now barged into the home—Vijay Choudhary, Pramod Shah and Senior Superintendent of Police K.S. Chauhan were present among many others.


Lucky woke up after his father prodded him in the back. With sleepy eyes, he appeared in front of the police officers. His mother, sister and grandmother were standing by the walls of the house with worried looks on their faces.


“Where are your personal weapons and ammunition?” SSP Chauhan asked. The question was evidence of the SSP’s knowledge of the high position Lucky occupied in the Defence Agency and the kind of weapons the position permitted him to carry around.


The SSP had conducted his research well. Being a commando, Lucky had two personal weapons—a 7.65 mm pistol and a shotgun—both of which were licensed by the government for use across all of India. Besides these two, Lucky also had a Glock pistol which was issued to him by the government as a part of standard equipment. Lucky had duly deposited the Glock back at the weapons unit in Delhi before proceeding on his leave. The licensed personal weapons he owned, however, were at his home.


As part of his training, Lucky was adept at using weapons. His outstanding tactics included ambidextrous firing. He could fire a carbon machine gun without pulling the trigger. He could cock an AK-47 using the barrel alone without using the cocking handle which is the standard method of usage.


“Where are the weapons?” the SSP said.


Lucky had only taken a step towards the almirah when the cops immediately stopped him. Clearly, they did not want him anywhere near a gun. The SSP asked a constable to open the almirah.


“Do you have a search warrant?” Lucky said.


“No,” the SSP said. “But if you don’t cooperate, I’ll put a danda inside your ass so that a warrant can come out with it.”


The news of cops being present at Lucky’s home had spread like wildfire. Residents of the area had assembled outside with animated curiosity. The media had also reached the location and were trying to get inside the house but the police were blocking them with force and a volley of verbal abuses. On orders from the SSP, a constable retrieved the pistol from the almirah along with a set of rounds. The SSP glanced at the weapons and smiled. He patted Lucky on the back.


“Chal,” he said. “Come with us.”


“Why?” Lucky said.


“Nothing much,” Chauhan shrugged. “Routine enquiry.”


“I want to make a phone call.”


Lucky knew this was anything but a routine enquiry. No sooner had he asked for the phone call, the policemen confiscated the two phones which Lucky owned. They insisted on taking him to the station. The cops had been respectful towards his family members and Lucky had no choice but to comply if he wanted to keep it that way. His mother was in tears now. Not bothering to change the blue jeans and white shirt that he was wearing, he slipped his feet into his regular flip flops and made his way to the door.


“I’ll be back in a few hours,” Lucky said to placate his mother.


He was led outside, where it appeared that all of Haldwani had gathered. The media rushed towards him but the cops bundled him into the waiting Bolero. The rearmost section of the Bolero was occupied by three policemen. Pramod Shah moved into the front passenger seat. In the middle section, Lucky was flanked by two policemen who had their hands on their loaded weapons, ready to shoot if the situation arose. The car began making its way to the local police station.


A few moments into the journey, Pramod Shah turned his neck around. “Where were you last night?”


“Why are you asking me this?”


Shah grinned. “You’ll come to know soon.”


As soon as the Bolero reached the police station, Lucky was made to get out of the car. Two policemen were still guarding him from both sides. SSP Chauhan had already reached the station, followed by the procession of media personnel, and had been waiting for Lucky to arrive. He flew into a rage when he noticed that his men had not handcuffed Lucky yet.


“Fools!” he thundered at his men. “I’ll suspend your asses.”


The next moment, the cops forced Lucky’s hand behind his back and clamped them together by the tight grip of the handcuffs.


The posse of cops at the station included two of Lucky’s close friends—Virendra Chauhan and Jeetu Arya. Additional Superintendent of Police, P. Renuka, IPS was also present. Lucky remembered her vividly as he had conducted an explosive detection training for Uttarakhand Police about six months earlier where P. Renuka was also present along with two hundred other personnel.


A handcuffed Lucky was lugged into a huge conference room. A large round table was placed in the centre with a number of chairs encircling it. A number of senior officers took their seats on the chairs. Lucky was made to sit on a bench. He was seething with rage on account of being handcuffed. The cops hadn’t even told him why they had brought him here. Nor had they officially arrested him. Lucky tried to calm his anger by filling his stomach with a mouthful of air.


But nothing could have prepared him for the question which the SSP was about to throw at him.


“Laxman Singh Bisht,” said SSP Chauhan. “Let’s talk.”


“About what?” Lucky asked. “The weather?”


“No.” SSP Chauhan spoke after a pause. “Tell us why you killed Raju Pargai and Amit Arya?”


Lucky took a moment to play the question in his mind again. Had he heard it correctly? Yes, he had. The gravity of the situation hit him like a slap in the face. He had promised his mother that he’d return home in a few hours. But if he was being accused of a double murder, he was in for a long haul. He blanked out and felt that the earth was slipping from underneath his feet. To add to his woes, the men he was being accused of murdering were not only two of the most dreaded criminals in all of Uttarakhand but also the favourites of some powerful politicians of the state for carrying out their dirty jobs. Now he was scared for his own life.
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Blind Man’s Bluff
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All eyes were on Lucky in the conference room where he was being interrogated. Beads of sweat dripped down the side of his neck. He felt that the walls of the room were closing in on him. Lucky did not provide a clear response to any questions about his official role in the Indian Army. He did not want to indicate that he was working for the Agency.


“Why did you kill Pargai and Arya?” SSP Chauhan asked.


“I did not kill them.”


“You knew Pargai, didn’t you?”


“Is that a crime, huh? He was a naamcheen gangster,” Lucky said. “All of Uttarakhand knew him. But he’d never have become so famous if some people took their jobs seriously.”


Lucky’s curt responses drilled a hole in SSP Chauhan’s ego. Other officers were surprised that a suspect had shown the gall to speak to the senior officer in such a manner. Lucky was implying that the cops had allowed Pargai to blossom under their noses owing to his connections with powerful politicians of the state.


“We have other ways to make you speak,” SSP Chauhan said.


“Try using the best one.”


“You think we are chutiyas?” SSP Chauhan said. “You fired your weapon. Then you cleaned it. You think we’d not figure that out?”


The SSP barked for Lucky’s confiscated pistol to be produced. A sub-inspector obeyed the command. The SSP then directed the sub-inspector to load three rounds into the weapon. The sub-inspector put on a pair of gloves and wrapped the handle to the pistol with his handkerchief to ensure his fingerprints weren’t imprinted on the weapon. The three rounds were loaded into the pistol.


On further orders from the SSP, the sub-inspector dashed out of the conference room and headed towards the open garden. A few moments later, Lucky heard his weapon being fired thrice by the sub-inspector. With each shot, Lucky felt that the policemen were hammering a nail in his coffin. Such fake evidence would be used in court to prove that the weapon had been fired recently. The sub-inspector then entered the conference room again. The barrel of Lucky’s pistol was still emanating whiffs of fresh gunpowder.


The holster recovered from the scene of the crime was brought in front of Lucky. It was secured inside a sealed pack. The rounds which were fired by the sub-inspector were sealed in another pouch of plastic. The sub-inspector announced to the SSP that the holster was fitting the pistol perfectly.


The SSP and a forensic scientist, who was dressed in civil clothes, signed on the package. This exercise was conducted to intimidate Lucky into pleading guilty. Though Lucky was worried, he put on a poker face to prevent the cops from getting a whiff of his fear.


“So you want our best shot?” SSP Chauhan said.


Lucky nodded.


“Let’s see if you can take it.”


The SSP had a word with his juniors and ordered them to take Lucky to a different place. Two sub-inspectors escorted Lucky out of the conference room and tugged him towards the exit gate where a police vehicle was waiting for them.


Again, Lucky was made to sit in the passenger seat. Two sub-inspectors flanked him. Other police vehicles started following them to an undisclosed location. Lucky had not eaten a morsel since morning. Though he was offered food and water a number of times during the transit, he simply refused. He was afraid that the cops would spike his food or drink and force a fake confession out of him. Moreover, he hadn’t been able to make contact with the Agency or any of his family members yet.


As Lucky was being taken to the undisclosed location, his father was running from pillar to post to obtain information on his son. The Kotwal at the police station informed him that Lucky had been taken into custody for a routine interrogation and will be back home by the next morning. His father did not know what else to do. He was calling his contacts but help was not forthcoming.


Meanwhile, the police vehicle drove for nearly forty kilometres before stopping outside a five-star hotel near Bhowali. Lucky was worried that the cops were taking him to such a luxurious hotel. Surely, they hadn’t booked a suite for him there, Lucky thought. What were they up to, then?


Around 5 pm, Lucky was taken to a room on the top floor. Inside, Vikas Chaudhary who was in-charge of Uttarakhand’s Special Operations Group (SOG) was gazing into the screen of a laptop and tapping on the keyboard earnestly. The SOG is a crack team of cops which conducts operations across the state and also conducts encounters of criminals when the need arises.


Chaudhary had an imposing personality. The man was a Randeep Hooda lookalike, clean shaven and well built. Of the three pistols he carried, only one was licensed. Cold gusts from the air conditioner sent shivers down Lucky’s spine. Chaudhary closed the lid of the laptop and turned his steely gaze towards Lucky.


“You called someone at 11 pm last night,” Chaudhary said. “Who is that person?”


“A friend,” Lucky said. “I talk to him regularly.”


“Why?”


“Just to say hi and hello.”


“Why did you call him again at 4 am?”


“Just to say hi and hello,” Lucky repeated blandly.


Chaudhary smiled at Lucky’s impunity. He turned on the television in the room and switched from one channel to another. The media was having a field day, running amok with breaking news based on conjectures and hearsay. One news anchor asserted that Laxman Bisht was the man behind the “dohra hatyakand” (double murder). Another anchor claimed that Lucky was the personal security officer of Mayawati. Some reporters were suggesting that he was the security officer of then Gujarat CM Narendra Modi. However, the news which disturbed Lucky the most was the allegation that he was working for an organized criminal syndicate.


Chaudhary offered food and water to Lucky, which he refused. However, Lucky asked to use the washroom which Chaudhary allowed on the condition that Lucky would not shut the door and that one of his officers would stand guard outside. Chaudhary’s magnanimity stemmed from the fact that he knew Lucky personally from their earlier interactions.


But late into the night, Chaudhary and his four men bundled a handcuffed Lucky into an unmarked police vehicle. This time, Chaudhary also put a black mask over Lucky’s face. Lucky felt like the prisoner who was being masked before being hanged in the gallows.


Lucky could not see a thing as the vehicle rumbled to life. Soon, the car was swerving from one side to another at high speed. Lucky tried to conjure a path in his mind, trying to use his knowledge of the roads to figure out if Chaudhary was taking him towards the jungles where the SOG had conducted encounters of notorious criminals in the past. His heart started thumping. As it was 1:30 am, the date had moved to 7th September. Lucky wondered if his death anniversary would fall on this day each year.


When the car stopped, Chaudhary’s men dragged Lucky out of the vehicle. The forest was as silent as a dead man’s grave. Not even a bird flapped its wings. One of Chaudhary’s men pulled the black mask off Lucky’s face. To his horror, Lucky found himself staring at the business end of Chaudhary’s pistol!


“It was a high precision shot.” Chaudhary, standing at a distance, eased into his shooting stance. He was referring to the single shot which had killed Raju Pargai and Amit Arya. “Only a trained man could have fired it.”


“I didn’t fire that high precision shot,” Lucky said.


Chaudhary cocked his weapon. “Don’t test my patience,” he said. “Tell me. Why did you kill Pargai and Arya?”


To scare Lucky further, Chaudhary cocked his weapon for the second time. But this turned out to be a mistake. Now Lucky began smiling as he realized that Chaudhary was trying to bluff him. If Chaudhary’s pistol was truly loaded, a round would have moved into the chamber when he cocked it for the first time. And if a round had moved into the chamber, it should have fallen to the ground when Chaudhary cocked his weapon for the second time; while another bullet would have moved into the chamber in place of the first round. However, no round was ejected from the pistol which meant that it wasn’t loaded!


Lucky rolled his eyes and called Chaudhary over, gesturing as if he wanted to tell him a secret. Chaudhary grinned. He felt that Lucky was about to confess his crime and moved closer. Lucky leaned over Chaudhary’s soldier and whispered a question into the cop’s ear.


“Do you feel brave when encountering handcuffed men?” he said. “Have you ever done a real encounter on a real battleground?”


Chaudhary had a puzzled look on his face.


“My score is 139,” Lucky said, “All genuine. No handcuffs. So if you are done with your games, let’s get moving.”


Chaudhary realized that Lucky had called his bluff. He did not want to be embarrassed any further in front of his men. So Lucky was bundled back into the police vehicle by the SOG team who drove him to Bhowali Police Station and threw him into the lockup. Now Lucky awaited the next move of the cops, even as he began planning his own.
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Haldwani to Tel Aviv
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Laxman Singh Bisht aka Lucky was born in 1985 in a village called Boongli located in Pithoragarh district, Uttarakhand. The village is so far behind the times that it awaits pukka roads to this day. Young men from these regions have an inherent inclination to serve the armed forces of the country. Families in the village take great pride in sending their children to protect the borders of this great nation.


Lucky’s family was no different. His father had worked with the Ministry of Defence. His grandfather was a Subedar with the Indian Army and laid down his life to pave the way for the Indian army’s victory against Pakistan during the 1971 war. Lucky’s father was also adamant that his son would serve the armed forces and groomed him for the same from an early age. Lucky and his two sisters were enrolled in schools and his father paid equal attention to the educational needs of all his children.


Lucky studied in a local school up to the fifth standard and then shifted to his aunt’s place in Jaipur to continue further studies in an urban school. As soon as Lucky passed the tenth standard examinations, his father sent him a form to fill for an entrance test into an “Agency” which was running under the aegis of the Ministry of Defence.


On 12th December 2003, Lucky was sent a call letter from the Ministry asking him to report to Dimapur, Nagaland for the initial round of testing. His father promised to pay him three thousand rupees to cover his expenses for the trip. Lucky readily agreed to visit the north-eastern state of Nagaland. He had heard much about the beauty of the region and wanted to experience it firsthand. He packed his bags and boarded a train to reach Dimapur on the stipulated date.


Many aspirants had come for the tests from different nooks and corners of the country. Initial enthusiasm amongst the aspirants, however, started to wane as the nature of testing was very tough. Dearth of space and lack of general comfort added to their woes. The testing centre was surrounded by many shops, all in dilapidated condition. The aspirants had no choice but to take refuge in the shops to sleep during the night.


The aspirants formed groups of twelve students and paid hundred rupees each for sleeping in those shops for a night. One bed sheet was provided to each student by the shopkeepers but there was no bed. Lucky vividly remembers being crammed with eleven other students inside the small shop with a single bathroom and an unyielding floor. But even then, he felt a sense of camaraderie and brotherhood which he had never experienced before.


The testing was not child’s play by any measure. The army men who were conducting the tests were real taskmasters. A mistake as small as a slacking posture when standing was punished with severe beatings on the backside.


The first physical test was to run 1600 metres in less than five-and-a-half minutes. Lucky passed the test as he completed it in five-and-a-half minutes. This was followed by a 100-metre sprint to be finished in less than eleven seconds. Lucky passed this one too with flying colours. He was an expert runner and had been practicing sprints and long distance running for months. The training which his father had been providing to him was finally bearing fruit.


Lucky then completed sixteen pull-ups as ordered by the army men. He followed this up with sixty push-ups in less than a minute. Now it was time for leaping across a nine feet ditch. To this day, Lucky remembers the exhilarating feeling of flying through the air and landing on the other side. “I felt that I’d grown wings,” he said.


Written tests were also conducted where the aspirants were asked basic questions from the elementary school curriculum. The last examination was the medical examination. The aspirants were made to strip and were subjected to several physical examinations. After spending a fortnight in Dimapur, Lucky was finally going to return home.


He returned to his normal life of playing cricket and wandering on the streets of the village with his friends. After a month-and-a-half, Lucky had forgotten about the tests and its impending results. But one fine morning, he got a call informing him that he was required to report at the Bangalore Training Centre. He had passed all the tests in Nagaland for which nearly one lakh and forty-two thousand students had appeared. His father was overjoyed on hearing this news!


In Bangalore, Lucky was subjected to another medical test along with the others who had cleared the tests in Nagaland. Psychological tests were scheduled to begin soon.


When his roll number was called, Lucky entered the room which had a table on one side. Four men and a woman in civil clothes were seated behind the table. To put Lucky at ease, the interviewers started with basic questions. This test was tricky because the psychological consistency of the aspirant was put under considerable scrutiny. The psychological test is a game of nerves between the aspirant and the psychologist. Sometimes, aspirants get asked bizarre questions to test their reactions to certain situations. A psychologist may also raise their voice and express anger just to see how the aspirant deals with the stress.


As the conversation progressed, Lucky expressed that he would like to join the army. The lady on the interviewing panel countered him by asking what he would do if he was not posted as a soldier on active duty but deployed as the Personal Security Officer of the Prime Minister of the country instead.


“Will you fulfill the given responsibility with honesty?” the psychologist asked.


“Of course,” Lucky said. “To the best of my abilities.”


“Between your mother and sisters, whom do you admire more?”


“My mother,” Lucky said.


An interviewer interjected. “Does that mean you don’t admire your sisters?”


Lucky was caught off guard but he regained his composure quickly. “I do admire my sisters, but I admire my mother the most.”


“You appear to be short tempered,” another psychologist said.


“No,” Lucky said. “I am calm under most situations.”


“What would you do if you were visiting the market with your sisters and a man teased them?”


“I will break the bones of that man.”


The psychologist smiled. “Didn’t you say that you keep calm in most situations?!”


Lucky was puzzled. But later he realized that the psychologists were only assessing his personality by his responses. The next three months were spent as “zero week” in Bangalore. Basic training in discipline and drills was provided. Sometimes, the cadets would march to the tune of left-right-left all day at the training ground. They were also given tasks such as sweeping the floor, dusting the room, polishing shoes, etc.


On 19th April 2004, the cadets were taken to the Delhi International Airport. An IL-76 aircraft, a four-winged airlifter introduced in India by Indira Gandhi and subsequently christened as IL-76 Gajraj was waiting at the airport. Lucky did not have any clue as to where they were being taken. He had never applied for a passport but the government had arranged a temporary one for his travel.


About one hundred cadets boarded the aircraft. After flying for two-and-a-half hours, the plane halted at a location. The cadets were not allowed to disembark from the plane. No one knew the location of this stopover. To this day, Lucky does not know where the plane had halted. Then the aircraft took off again and landed at Tel Aviv, Israel.


A military truck was waiting to pick up the cadets. Lucky now understood that he was in Israel for his commando training. At that time, he had no clue that the training would test him beyond the limits of physical and mental endurance.




four


Snake Pit
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Tel Aviv, 2004


Lucky and his batchmates sat encircling the snake pit which was covered with short mounds dotting across its entire surface. Each mound had burrows filled with snakes. Zora Singh, a course instructor at the commando training centre in Israel, stood fearlessly in the midst of the pit. He was an imposing figure, deputed here by the Indian military in collabouration with their Israeli counterparts. His broad shoulders and booming voice were enough to make a mortal shiver in absolute fear. For a man who was fifty-four years of age, Zora Singh was spectacularly fit.


Zora Singh thrust his hand in one of the burrows. Moments later, like a magician pulling a rabbit out of his hat, he pulled out a slithering cobra from its hold. The reptile hissed, wriggled and twisted but there was no escaping Zora Singh’s strong vise.


He shifted the snake in his left hand nimbly and let it coil around the forearm. Reaching for his pocket with his right hand, he pulled out a sharp knife that reflected the afternoon’s sun off its dazzling surface. Then the veins in his wrist popped as he slid the knife under the snake’s head. The head of the cobra was ripped from its torso in a mere blink of an eye. Blood gushed forth from its headless body.


Zora Singh’s sonorous voice filled the air. “Commandos!” he said. “The one who can eat a snake will never die hungry.”


He skinned the dead reptile with his bare hands. His assistants lit a fire in the ground and Zora Singh roasted his lunch over the flame. Lucky watched in utmost fascination. His admiration and respect for Zora Singh would multiply with each turn of the dead snake being heated on the fire.


Zora Singh carried a grim air about him. He demanded the best from his cadets. Even the smallest of mistakes incurred the greatest of punishments in Zora Singh’s books. He was amongst the senior-most veterans in the academy. Many soorma cadets had passed under his hand and he had crushed them at first and then reformed them into the finest of officers and soldiers. He was a recipient of various accolades from the Ministry of Defense in India.


At the end of the day, whenever the trainees would be drained out to the last breath of their lives, Zora Singh would resort to an antic which became a nightly ritual for the rest of Lucky’s training.


“Commandos,” he would say. “My house is five kilometres away. My wife has been waiting for me to return all day. On my last order, you must shout so loud that my wife should know that her husband is on his way home.”


Then Zora Singh would shout: “Commando, line tod!”


The commandos would scream so loud that it appeared that they would wake up all of Tel Aviv at this unearthly hour. Lucky would feel the strength return to his lungs and shout along with young men of different nationalities. Zora Singh would allow the cadets to stop only once he was assured that they were back in a state of complete wakefulness.


Lucky and his buddy pair, Hencho, a fellow trainee from Portugal, had been at the receiving end of Zora Singh’s severe lashes on their backsides as punishment for minor lapses. Lucky’s buttocks had blackened with the beatings. And if he turned around and looked closely in the mirror, he could see the imprint of Zora Singh’s boot on his ass. Lucky wore these scars with pride. It was a rite of passage to … toughness.


Lucky and Hencho did not even speak a common language. Both of them knew bits of English. Yet, they were expected to work together. The first week also saw rigorous training in the slithering section where the trainees had to master the skills of slithering down the rope from a helicopter.


“Commandos, I want you back on the training ground in fifteen minutes,” Zora Singh would command sternly before giving them a meal break.


All cadets would disperse and scramble for their bicycles and for the purpose of transit from one training ground to another. And in those fifteen minutes, they were also expected to finish their lunch. Many times, Lucky did his drills on an empty stomach for hours on end as the time allowed for eating simply wasn’t enough for everyone to be able to eat.


Hencho was shorter than Lucky but he was fitter. He would beat Lucky to the bicycle race to and fro from their rooms. The two would come to share an invaluable bond during their two-and-a-half years of training. Lucky, on the other hand, was already manifesting a knack for extraordinary skills with the handling of the weapons.


The initial days also consisted of psychological training once trainees were done with the exhausting physical exercises for the day. The trainees would be ordered by Zora Singh in his intimidating voice. “Go back to your rooms, change into army clothes. And report to the classroom in thirty minutes.”


This would be followed by the usual rush of the worn-out trainees hurrying back to their rooms on their bicycles and pedaling all the way by summoning whatever energy was left in their bodies. The instructors in the classroom would read from books of philosophy and psychology. Zora Singh would go around the class carrying a long stick in his hands to keep a vigil on students who tried to steal even a few winks of sleep.


Lucky would not even let his backside rest on the chair because he feared that he would doze off and then Zora Singh’s stick would sting his back with such force that his flesh would burn for the next thirty minutes. He would just half-sit on the chair such that his hips would be hanging in mid-air. Hencho once gave in to fatigue and sat properly in his chair. Eventually his eyes closed. It was like a slow death. Lucky noticed and tried to wake him up before he attracted Zora Singh’s attention.
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